unconscious, which is to navigate the ideologically perilous minefield of American exceptionalism as it relates to post-9/11 narratives about transnationalism, border security, and the war on drugs. While the film plainly alludes to the failures of these narratives under neoliberal nationalist policies, it nevertheless mobilizes these failed narratives in an effort to reframe the war on drugs as a matter of national security. Consequently, the film is compelled to represent an embodied threat that best captures the "otherness" that could undermine the narrative of post-9/11 national security. In terms of content, the film attempts to do this through the specter of the Sonora Cartel and Fausto Alarcon (Julio Cesar Cedillo), who is referred to as "El Verdugo"-"The Executioner." As villainous as Alarcon's nickname is, and as much as the film tries to frame him as embodying everything that threatens US national security, he fails to encompass the enormity of evil the film necessitates. In fact, instead of neutralizing a larger than life villain/threat, Alarcon's death is revealed to be a personal vendetta (Alejandro's) that just happens to overlap with US interests. This framing empties the Sonora Cartel-and the individual characters associated with it-of the ideological weight needed to be the national threat the film's narrative requires.
Instead of traditional character development built on hero/villain Manichaeisms, Villeneuve utilizes location as a means of characterizing the nameless yet palpable threat to the American Homeland, one that justifies the exceptional reaction that drives the story and defines each character's respective motivation. This feat of villainous characterization is achieved through the figure of "Juarez, the Beast," a transnational fantasy cityscape which functions as an ideologically overdetermined geopolitical signifier for Ciudad Juárez, the actual border city (sister city to El Paso) located in the Mexican state of Chihuahua. By re-presenting Ciudad Juárez as "Juarez, the Beast," the film is able to maintain the necessary ambiguity that allows ideological fantasies of the state to function at a large scale. As Donald Pease explains in The New American Exceptionalism, fantasies regarding the state necessitate an "other" that helps uphold the contradictory nature of US exceptionalism, particularly the capacity to maintain a unique, exemplary world status while engaging in practices that violate the very principles that define its exemplary status as a nation.
Pease's theories about post-9/11 US statehood and the "states of fantasy" that sustain it (Jacqueline Rose's term) illuminate the ways in which the framing of Ciudad Juárez as "Juarez, the Beast" functions as a suturing point that anchors abstract fantasies of national identity in the concrete otherness of the US-Mexico border in general. As such, "Juarez, the Beast" comes to represent the security threat posed by the entire border region, as other municipalities, like Nogales, Sonora, are subsumed under this overdetermined and transnational symbolic "other." The film therefore constructs a problematic but successful narrative that feeds into pre-existing ideological fantasies concerning the threatening nature of the US-Mexico border and its inhabitants, helping bolster current policies and collective state fantasies that focus on anti-immigration in such a way as to pose a serious threat to the future of US-Mexico relations.
Fantasy, American Exceptionalism, and the Homeland's Border Threat
In States of Fantasy, Jacqueline Rose challenges traditional approaches to the study of state-formation by making an argument for the importance of psychoanalytically informed analyses of politico-historical process and institutions, especially the role that fantasy plays in these social processes. Rose explains that fantasy, as understood through Freudian psychoanalysis, "is not antagonistic to social reality" but rather the "precondition or psychic glue" that "fuels, or at least plays a part in, the forging of the collective will" (3) . In psychoanalysis, the ego is understood as constantly navigating the moral boundaries of the superego in order to satisfy the impulses of the id, with denial and rationalization-or what is generally understood as disavowal-being two key practices in such navigation. Expanding upon Freud's theory of how navigating moral boundaries compels the superego to create prohibitions that are impossibly upheld only through their transgression, Rose locates the fantasy of the state in an equally perilous and impossible situation:
I would like to suggest that the terrifying fragility and intransigence of modern statehood can be illuminated by placing it into dialogue with Freud. . . . [Psychoanalysis] can help us to understand the symptom of statehood, why there is something inside the very process upholding the state as a reality which threatens and exceeds it. . . . [The] modern state is a fantasy . . . for an authority it can ultimately neither secure nor justify. (10) Just as the superego is charged with the impossible task of representing an authority that cannot be secured nor justified, the modern-especially democratic-state is equally plagued by such tensions in that it is the embodiment of collective fantasies involving the impossible task of securing maximum freedom within a justifiably disciplined order. As Rose argues, this is more than a coincidental parallelism: the state's mirroring of the superego's tensions arises from the socio-psychological fact that what we consider to be political is in reality a reservoir for conflicting fantasy-narratives about group identity and community belonging. Psychoanalysis, as a methodology, explains how modern states are able to sustain themselves in light of such tensions by manufacturing a necessary "other" that both represents the fantasy of statehood as well as its threat, the infamous Lacanian objet petit a that sutures the entire social fabric as the object cause of desire. 2 Understood in this manner, the modern state functions according to the same psychic dynamics that define the superego, particularly as an objective embodiment of "an authority it can ultimately neither secure nor justify" (10). This is precisely the dilemma the US faced following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. Up until that historical moment, and after WWII and the establishment of the US as a global superpower, the specter of communism served as the "other" that sustained the fantasy of American exceptionalism, which justified morally and politically dubious practices as necessary, such as the unlawful military exercises conducted by the US in Laos during the Vietnam War. Having the Soviet Union as a concrete "other" within the collective fantasy of the state allowed the US to expand into a global empire by constantly justifying any questionable geopolitical action to assert power and influence as exceptional in its necessity and/ or remoteness. As Pease explains, the Cold War laid the foundation for a state of fantasy that would accommodate a future paradigm shift without sacrificing the ideal of American exceptionalism. He defines this shift in the state of fantasy as being one from exceptionalism to a State of Exception, which "is marked by absolute independence from any juridical control and any reference to the normal political order" (24). Consequently, for Pease, the "rules and constraints through which the National Security State regulated political discussion and debate in 1950 altered American politics even more drastically than would the Homeland Security State after September 11, 2001" (25) . The State of Exception described by Pease thus set the foundation for a Homeland Security State that, by definition, would secure the State-as-Homeland against a new, more dangerous threat.
The fall of the Soviet empire necessitated a new "other" to fill the void within the collective fantasy of the US state and American exceptionalism. The events of 9/11 and the subsequent Global War on Terrorism gave rise to a new geopolitical and national paradigm where the "other" could loom as ominously as Cold War communism and threaten the very heart of the nation in an equally terrifying manner-except for the important caveat of flexible applicability. By flexible applicability, I mean that the term "terroristic" can be applied more easily to a variety of groups, individuals, and ideas than the term "communist." As a result, terms like "patriot" and "patriotic"-part of the post-9/11 American mythology explored by Pease in his study-surfaced as counters to "terrorism" and "terrorist." The final symbolic gesture officially ushering in this new era was the Patriot Act, a legal benediction that made the Global War on Terrorism the official new paradigm, and "whose powers of governance surpassed even the reach of the cold war" (154). Moreover, the Patriot Act and the Global War on Terrorism allowed Americans who, after the Cold War, "were still lacking the imagined presence of an internal enemy who could reinstate the dynamic structure of American exceptionalism as a collectively shared state fantasy" an outlet for their repressed desire-a new "other" capable of suturing the fantasy of the state (154). Under this new, collectively shared state fantasy, the imagined "other-as-terrorist-threat" could just as easily be applied to individuals from nations like Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan as it could to people from Mexico, thereby satisfying the need for an ambiguous enemy that is always already at the gates (i.e., on the border) or inside the Homeland.
One of Pease's main points is that 9/11, as a national trauma, "permitted the state to inaugurate an utterly different social configuration" (154). I would add that the "utterly different social configuration" Pease refers to was indeed an emerging paradigm shift in the state of fantasy, and that this new fantasy of the state reconfigured the US-Mexico border as a site of constant vulnerability within the newly imagined Homeland Security State. While it would be naïve to think of the US-Mexico border as only recently fraught with international tensions, as Fernando Romero explains in Hyperborder, such preexisting tensions remained manageable until the events of 9/11, when border security was reconfigured in light of terroristic threats:
In the wake of 9/11, politicians and policymakers in the US have rallied around national security and immigration reform as central issues for today's political arena . . . September 11, 2001 marked a major turning point for the US-Mexico border, because now in addition to illegal immigration, drug trafficking, organized crime, and the many other issues surrounding the border region, it has become an important element of the US war on terrorism. (73) Romero goes on to briefly document the various bills, laws, and operations that have been introduced since 9/11 that directly address the US-Mexico border and/or issues of immigration, including: the USA Patriot Act (2001) (2006) . As the volume of legislation highlights, the good neighbor policy that defined US-Mexico relations as friendly, mainly due to the latter's non-communist threat, was-a mere seven years after signing the North American Free Trade Agreement (1994)-being reconfigured through a paranoid and antagonistic lens, specifically one focused on heightened American security against the newly emergent terroristic threat represented by the entire border region itself.
In a revised and updated version to his influential work Operation Gatekeeper, Joseph Nevins echoes many of the concerns regarding American exceptionalism and the US-Mexico border region raised by both Pease and Romero, respectively: In the post-9/11 era, the Border Patrol has redefined, at least rhetorically, its "priority mission"-one it represents as a "tremendous change". . . . [The] Border Patrol's focus is "nothing less than preventing terrorists and terrorists' weapons . . . from entering the United States." The agency still sees . . . the "new" and traditional missions as complementary. As such, the wars on unauthorized immigrants, drug smuggling, and terrorism come together in the border region. (5) Within the American collective fantasy of US exceptionalism and exemption, the abstract dangers and traumas forever etched in the national unconscious around the events of 9/11 find new, tangible enemies within and outside the state. This flexible applicability allows the terroristic threat to be anywhere at any time-in Iraq, Afghanistan, or behind the Homeland's southern wall. Nevins's claim about how different "wars . . . come together in the border region" is in many ways the central political message of the film Sicario. Specifically, the film's politics ultimately promote and justify the new American exceptionalism in that it portrays transgression as a necessity in a post-9/11 world. To achieve this end, the film symbolically overdetermines Mexico-as-other/threat-particularly through the transnational city of Ciudad Juárez and its ideological reframing as "Juarez, the Beast"-creating an exceptionalist narrative that not only feeds off historical stereotypes but also feeds into contemporary nationalist rhetoric concerning immigrants and border security. "Something else": Das Ding, Abjection, and the Homeland's new "Other"
The opening scene of Sicario is important to this analysis for two specific reasons. First, it establishes the extreme otherness of a newfound threat that-existing outside the parameters of the social symbolic ("off the grid," as Matt states of Alarcon)-serves as the state fantasy's necessary "other." Simply stated, the Sonora Cartel is framed as an enemy capable of upholding the narratives of American exceptionalism within a State of Exception. This is made possible by representing the border terrorism of the Sonora Cartel as abject, which redefines this new enemy-other, and the national security threat it poses, as transgressing the traditional models of violence and criminality that the state has historically contained and managed. The violence portrayed in the opening "House of Horrors" scene-a term used within the film by the television media to describe the events that follow the discovery inside the house-serves to underscore the abjectness of the Sonora Cartel's violence while also framing it as unnamable, thus aligning it to what Lacanian psychoanalysis terms das Ding (after Kant's philosophy): a nameless "some-thing" that exists beyond language and inspires somatic responses in the individuals that encounter it. Framing the Sonora Cartel as an unrepresentable enemy-other allows the film to then situate the transnational city of Ciudad Juárez within the ideological fantasy of "Juarez, the Beast," which will prove consistent with post-9/11 state narratives. The "House of Horrors" scene thus initiates the characterization of "Juarez, the Beast" as closer to das Ding than any familiar symbolic threat, which in turn places it at the core of the American nation-state fantasy as the objet petit a-the object cause of desire that both inhibits and permits US exceptionalism.
The second reason for the opening scene's importance is that it establishes the character of Kate as a citizen-subject who adheres to a national exceptionalist fantasy that is founded on an ethics of truth, lawfulness, and justice (what is generically known as "the American way"), which distinguishes the US as a unique and ideal "nation among nations." Kate thus embodies the psychic difficulties involved in transforming a fantasy of the state into the state of fantasy required by the State of Exception, particularly its propensity to assert "absolute independence from any juridical control and any reference to the normal political order" in pursuit of national interests (Pease 24 ). Kate's cognitive and emotional dissonance surrounding the inter-agency mission she volunteers for is symptomatic of her eventual realization that her fantasy of American exceptionalism was always founded on a State of Exception that directly undermines what makes the US politically exceptional in the first place.
The beginning of the film, however, could not be further from the ideological disenchantment Kate experiences at the end. The film opens with a shot of a tactical police force emerging from the desert, descending upon an unassuming house located in a seemingly working-class neighborhood in Chandler, Arizona, a suburb of the state capital, Phoenix. The location of the house is noteworthy in that it sits at the edge of a sparse subdivision, with the desert almost surrounding it, placing it at the border between civilization and an untamed wilderness. The desert setting is prominent in the opening shot, as it makes the suburb seem small and isolated, dwarfed by the environment surrounding it. The scene rapidly develops as the film cuts from the descending agents to brief shots of small, insignificant details inside the house, and then again to the inside of an armored vehicle right before it breaks through the front entrance, with agents and officers quickly exiting and yelling commands at the inhabitants ("Get down!"), while inquiring as to the location of the hostages ("Where are the hostages?"). As the agents search the rooms, one of the three inhabitants fires at Kate, who evades the shotgun blast while taking down the shooter with her firearm. This act alone demonstrates Kate's competency, as well as her intelligence and leadership, when she immediately asks the most pressing question at that moment: "Why'd he shoot? There's no one here." Viewers soon discover that the raid is a kidnap response mission spearheaded by a Hostage Rescue Team under Kate's command. However, despite Kate's near-death experience, the real tension of the scene emerges when Kate's question is answered by her partner, Reggie "Reg" Wayne (Daniel Kaluuya), who reacts to the "some-thing" he sees through the hole in the wall left by the shotgun blast with "Whoa. What the fuck?" His response to the unnamable das Ding he discovers, while uninformative to his superiors, is nevertheless crucial and appropriate in that the shock inspired by the "some-thing" that is revealed is evident of the fact that the discovery does not fit the symbolic register of what the agents are trained to find during such raids, and yet it aptly captures the ineffability of their horrific find.
The "House of Horrors" is in actuality represented as simple and non-threatening on the surface, as one inhabitant sits watching television while a second stands in the kitchen, apparently preparing or eating a meal. These details are important because the house is meant to appear normal within its context-not too flashy or unkempt-while its location suggests two different interpretations. One reading is that the house's placement incorporates it into the American state fantasy of socioeconomic mobility, traditionally represented by the rise of suburban housing during the 1950s. As a testament to the exceptional fantasy of the American Dream, suburbs can function as spaces of containment and repression, where the only means of maintaining "the dream" is by denying and hiding the underlying tensions present in all cityscapes, which in this case takes the form of the hygienic hegemony of the "planned community." A different reading suggests that the house's location at the edge of the working-class subdivision underscores its inherent otherness, the fact that it somehow does not belong. This second reading highlights the anachronism of the American Dream and the creeping deterioration of America's state of fantasy; being a post-2008 housing crisis suburb, its otherness stands out as both geopolitically and socioeconomically symbolic. Moreover, the actual architecture of the house, with its multiple hidden compartments, recalls the trope of the house as symbolic of the conscious/unconscious dialectic that characterizes Freud's model of the human psyche. The fact that something that looks normal on the surface can hide horrors that transcend language is itself a common motif in psychological-particularly Gothic-literature and film (two obvious examples being Poe's "The Fall of the House of Usher" and Hitchcock's Psycho).
The superficial normalcy of this unassuming house is undermined by Reggie's discovery of the "some-thing" behind the wall. As Kate, Reggie, and another agent begin pulling off the drywall, they uncover several male and female corpses, some showing signs of torture, exhibiting varying levels of decay, as indicated by the retreat of the three agents when they instinctively react to the stench of rotting flesh. The revelation of bound and hidden corpses marks the discovery as abject, a fact emphasized by the agents'-including Kate's-retching at the scene. This element of abjection is key in that it reinforces the radical and unassimilable otherness of the criminals responsible. As Julia Kristeva explains in Powers of Horror, abjection is precisely that which cannot be assimilated into the symbolic order: "There looms, within abjection . . . a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable . . . [and thus] cannot be assimilated" (1). As Kristeva notes, abjection is outside the scope of the social symbolic yet it fascinates desire enough to repulse it, similar in that regard to the effect of das Ding. The discovery in the "House of Horrors," while repulsive and accidental, nevertheless inspires a fascination (i.e., desire) that takes the form of an investigation. The scene is thus filmed in a manner that highlights the abjection of a new enemy-threat that exists beyond the imaginative scope of the law enforcement present. Additionally, the abject scene is accentuated by the film editing, which-immediately following the discovery of the bodies-cuts to back-and-forth shots of the corpses inside the walls and of agents vomiting outside the house. The traumatic nature of the incident is captured in Kate's reply to Reggie's observation that "Those weren't our hostages": "No. That was something else." At this point in the film's narrative, the primal scene that gives rise to das Ding has no name, thus Kate's ambiguous label for what has invaded, and will prove to undermine, her state of fantasy-"something else."
The opening scene introduces the Sonora Cartel as an unrepresentable enemy-other that eventually takes the form of "Juarez, the Beast," thereby raising questions about protagonism, not only about who is responsible but also who will neutralize this new extreme threat. Kate is the obvious answer to the latter question, at least initially. She is consistently represented as a subject-to-truth, an agent of the law who does not condone legal exceptionalism, which is made evident in the opening scene when she directs an inquiring officer to report "the truth" of the task force's discovery to a US Attorney. The Department of Justice's inquiring phone call and Kate's truthful reply compel an official State Department intervention, represented by the arrival of DOJ officials Dave Jennings (Victor Garber) and Phil Coopers (Hank Rogerson). Coopers comments that the abject scene "Looks like Sonora," which is the first mention of Mexico as a possible suspect responsible for the "House of Horrors." The Mexican connection is solidified when Kate verifies the identity of the house's owner, Manuel Diaz (Bernardo Saracino), who is the first individual to be mentioned in association with the abject scene.
The possibility of an unnamable enemy that transgresses the parameters of what is symbolically recognizable is ideologically confirmed as the ultimate state fantasy's "other" when two police officers helping canvas the crime scene come across a locked underground storage space in a shed outside the "House of Horrors." When the officers attempt to open the floor door, an explosive detonates, destroying the shed and shattering the glass around the home, injuring various agents and killing the two inspecting officers. Not only does the discovery of the locked underground compartment further underscore the architecture-of-the-unconscious motif in this opening scene, but it also demonstrates that, with this enemy, like the impossible otherness of the real behind the objet petit a, "there is always more." As such, the explosion creates a figurative and literal opening in the social symbolic fantasy of the state in that it signals a new type of national threat that continues to elude naming, as Jennings states before the explosion: "PD found something." The "thing" they find is simply another reiteration of the "something else" that hides behind walls in American suburban homes and, eventually, proves to lurk in tunnels underneath the Homeland-"some-thing" that goes beyond the labels "Sonora Cartel" and "Manuel Diaz." The "House of Horrors" scene thus captures the necessary qualities that go into making an appropriate "other" capable of justifying American exceptionalism within a State of Exception. This fact is underscored by the television reporting around the "House of Horrors," which predicts that "there will be pressure in Washington to explain how such a dramatic outrage could happen so deep in the American heartland." While effective for televised news, the framing of Phoenix as somehow located "deep in the American heartland" is transparently ideological, mainly because such topographical elasticity repositions the newfound enemy-other as equally threatening to all Americans, being at the geographical "center" of the Homeland.
The main reason the "House of Horrors" provokes "outrage in Washington" is because it takes place in a suburb "deep inside the American heartland," undermining two primary ideological fantasies the modern state depends on to justify its exceptionalism: property and security. The fact that the "House of Horrors" dramatically alters the American fantasy that one's property is always already guarded and secured by the state necessitates an exceptional American response, one in accordance with the freedoms permitted by a State of Exception. As Pease observes, such self-serving tautological thinking was typical of Cold War American exceptionalism; in Sicario, such thinking sets the stage for American exceptionalism within a State of Exception, which will define both the film's plot and Kate's disenchantment regarding her own ideological state fantasies. "Juarez, the Beast": American Exceptionalism in a State of Exception
The complex manner in which Sicario introduces issues of agency and protagonism in the opening scene, particularly in regard to post-9/11 fantasies of American exceptionalism, is further complicated by the introduction of Matt Graver. As a C.I.A. agent posing as a DOD advisor (supposedly requested by the DOJ) who specializes in cartel activity, Matt's character seemingly embodies the main elements of Pease's new American exceptionalism, operating with "absolute independence from any juridical control and any reference to the normal political order" (Pease 24) . In this manner, Matt functions as the counter to the abject "other" portrayed in the "House of Horrors" scene, the personification of state intervention aimed at restoring order and security in the Homeland. His portrayal, however, highlights the fact that he too, like the "House of Horrors," exists at the borders of what is recognizable and foreign.
Matt's otherness is represented by his casual wardrobe, particularly his flip-flops, which highlight his lack of decorum, a trait that is further underscored by his direct questions and evasive answers. For example, he directly asks Kate if she is married, to her surprise, and dismisses Reggie as a candidate for the mission, despite Jennings's recommendation, due to his training as a lawyer: "No lawyers on this train. Just give me the girl." However, when Kate asks Matt where Guillermo (Edgar Arreola), Manuel Diaz's brother, is currently located, he evades the answer (Ciudad Juárez) by replying "Uh, he's in the El Paso area." This evasiveness upsets Jennings, as the film cuts to him after Matt's response, showing him briefly looking around the room, obviously uncomfortable with Matt's indirect answers to Kate's direct questions. After Matt explains that their objective in "visiting" Guillermo is "to dramatically overreact," Jennings intercedes, going as far as reminding Kate that she "must volunteer for an inter-agency task force" and asks her to "think very hard before [she] respond [s] ." After she is reassured by Matt that participation in the task force will give her "an opportunity at the men responsible" for the "House of Horrors," Kate, the ever-ethical citizen-subject, agrees to volunteer.
What Kate fails to understand in this critical scene, and what Jennings attempts to explain to her, is that the inter-agency mission she is agreeing to volunteer for may bring her closer to "the men responsible" for the "House of Horrors," but it will be conducted in a manner that is inconsistent with her fantasy of the state. In Kate's mind, the formality of the meeting, undermined by Matt's flip-flops, underscores the lawfulness of the mission-its ultimate legality and approval from the State. As the film progresses and the mission becomes clearer, Kate eventually realizes that her fantasy of American exceptionalism differs drastically from Matt's less idealistic version, which is strongly grounded in a state of exception. In other words, while Matt assures Kate of the possibility for justice, he never suggests that such justice will be attained through her idealistic fantasies of morally justifiable state intervention; on the contrary, her involvement in the inter-agency mission will force her to confront her ideological naiveté regarding the manner in which the US Homeland secures its exceptional status in a post-9/11 geopolitical order.
Matt's role within the narrative of the film is thus to represent the darker side of American exceptionalism, one which transgresses the parameters of what is legal in order to ensure that criminality-particularly foreign-based terroristic criminality-does not invade the Homeland; he typifies the "secure the nation by whatever means necessary" philosophy that was mobilized after 9/11. Matt's ethical dubiousness is therefore never hidden from the viewer, as the signifier of his "otherness" (i.e., his flip-flops) proves to be symptomatic of his casual relationship to regulations. This casual attitude is indicative of his persona and role within the agency. As Reggie warns Kate, "keep an eye on that doughy prick with the flip-flops. I don't trust him," later explaining while in her apartment: "You know, I used to see guys like Matt in Iraq. Gotta be careful around these people. CIA's not supposed to work this side of the fence." Kate replies to Reggie's advice by reminding him that Matt is a DOD advisor. Her reply to Reggie's astute observation highlights her emerging ideological dissonance, as the viewer knows that she already questioned Matt's agency affiliation prior to Reggie's warning, having asked Matt directly if he and Alejandro are CIA agents after the mission briefing in El Paso, to which Matt blatantly offers a false answer. This lie further establishes Matt as representative of an American exceptionalism founded on a state of exception. Stated differently, Matt embodies the new post-9/11 exceptionalism that Jennings and Coopers try to explain to Kate following the arrest of Manuel Diaz's money launderers.
After the arrests, Kate calls upon Jennings to "follow some semblance of procedure" in building "a prosecutable case" against Diaz. Both Coopers and Jennings attempt to explain to Kate that her state of fantasy regarding the inter-agency mission is essentially outdated, and that American exceptionalism exempts agents like Matt from traditional accountability because their means are found to be more effective than the conventional law enforcement Kate is accustomed to: COOPERS: Advisors like Matt come in, they stir the pot, they cause the criminals to react and make mistakes. That's how we build cases against the individuals that actually make a difference in this fight. It's when they're nervous, when they stop trusting their crews, when they move their money. These are all opportunities to strike. And that's the purpose of people like Matt. JENNINGS: Kate, this isn't something I dreamed up myself. I don't have the authority to hire advisors or authorize joint agency missions or fly agents from Air Force bases. Are you understanding me? These decisions are made far from here, by officials elected to office, not appointed to them. So if your fear is operating out of bounds, I'm telling you, you are not. The boundary's been moved. Are we clear?
Jennings could not be clearer in explaining to Kate how the new American exceptionalism works, how the state's exemption now operates even more freely because the "boundary's been moved." The traditional parameters of lawfulness and unlawfulness no longer apply; because the new enemy is terroristic, new rules of engagement are necessary for a new fight over a new world order, which reframes illegal actions by the State as both morally justifiable and politically necessary.
The new American exceptionalist philosophy of blatantly working outside "juridical control" and "the normal political order" is ultimately represented in the figure Alejandro, the actual sicario in the film. As stated in the introduction to this essay, Alejandro can easily be considered the most important protagonist, despite Kate's main protagonism in terms of plot development and audience POV. This is not only because Alejandro is the center of the film's climactic scene-using the tunnel to attain access to Alarcon and execute him-but also because he is framed as a product of "Juarez, the Beast" and therefore functions as a more humane personification of the film's unrepresentable "other." This metonymic connection between Alejandro and "Juarez, the Beast" is established when Kate meets Alejandro for the first time. Prior to that moment, he is described ambiguously, first by Burnett as a State Department agent "that specializes in responding to escalated cartel activity" and then later by Matt, who describes Alejandro as his "bird dog," an appropriate description in that Alejandro goes into the forbidden places that his superiors cannot.
Alejandro's function within the film is, in many ways, a perverted take on ambassadorial representation. When he first meets Kate on the private jet they fly from Phoenix to El Paso-a luxurious signifier of the new American exceptionalism-she introduces herself, which he acknowledges by asking, "Have you ever been to Juarez before?" His reply is a substitute for his name, indicating his ambassadorial role within the film; he is from "Juarez," welcomes visitors to the city, and asks strangers if they have ever visited before. This forms part of his layered and complex characterization, which is further complicated by the fact that his ambassadorship is defined by a place that only exists as an ideological fantasy necessitated by American exceptionalism. Alejandro's "Juarez" is so overdetermined by trauma and a "bird dog" hunger for revenge that the actual city of Ciudad Juárez is incapable of existing authentically within his state of fantasy; it is always already a familiar yet foreign "other" that must be eradicated in order to restore order in the form of closure (i.e., his vendetta). What needs to be both ordered and closed-one could say caged-is "the Beast" that has overtaken the Ciudad Juárez Alejandro protected and defended as a prosecutor.
Alejandro's complicated personification of "Juarez, the Beast" facilitates the latter's characterization in the film as a transnational fantasy cityscape that itself embodies the impossible threat posed by the entire US-Mexico border. The border region is first framed in the introductory "House of Horrors" scene through references to "Sonora" and "Manuel Diaz," and then later extended to include "Guillermo" and "Fausto Alarcon." However, the most crucial description of "Juarez, the Beast" is Matt's evasive response to Kate's question-"Uh . . . the El Paso area." Matt's answer, while ambiguous, is nonetheless descript in that "Juarez, the Beast" encompasses many locations as an "other" within a national state of fantasy that allows American exceptionalism to function within a state of exception in various locations south of the US-Mexico border. That is, "Juarez, the Beast" can only suture the ideological fantasy of the state's exceptionalism by remaining ambiguous in its function as the Homeland's objet petit a. The impossible otherness of "Juarez, the Beast" is thus necessarily charted throughout various locations mentioned in the film, most associated with the Sonora Cartel and/or Alejandro: Chandler, Phoenix, Washington D.C., Nogales, El Paso, Tucson, and Cartagena. What makes this transnational fantasy cityscape so ideologically alluring is precisely its representational ambiguity-the fact that it is flexible and thus effectually applicable to any specific location. Like Alejandro's trauma, "Juarez, the Beast" is so symbolically overdetermined that it transcends anything the geographical reality of Ciudad Juárez could ever encompass. Being an ideological fantasy and political necessity, it can be mobilized at any given moment as a potential threat to justify exceptional state actions that transgress the rule of law. In this manner, "Juarez, the Beast" is very much an ideological creation with no actual signified.
This flexible applicability also explains the role of desert shots throughout the film, especially the juxtaposition of aerial shots with shots of the border and Ciudad Juárez. Three specific aerial scene-shots are directly relevant to the framing of "Juarez, the Beast." The first aerial shots take place during the flight from Phoenix to El Paso, after Kate first meets Alejandro. These shots aesthetically reinforce the environment as a dark and threatening space, thereby framing Ciudad Juárez as "Juarez, the Beast" by juxtaposing Alejandro and the desert setting. The desert landscape shots serve as a type of preface to the aerial shots of "Juarez," especially the sequence leading to the government caravan crossing into Mexico. The desert aerial shots in the first sequence (private jet) reinforce the opening scene's visual tone in that it frames the world of Sicario as permanently trapped in a hostile environment that is untamed by progress and thus perpetually threatening. As the film's website describes the region, the landscape shots capture "the lawless border area stretching between the US and Mexico" (Sicario) . Consequently, the land becomes synonymous with "Juarez, the Beast," adding to the latter's flexible applicability-the fact that "Juarez" seems omnipresent, invading various locations, like the Sonoran and Chihuahuan Deserts. This ideologically overdetermined framing of the landscape as equivalent or representative of "the Beast" is later used in the tunnel scene, as the night vision helps the agents navigate their way through a hostile environment that is controlled by an enemy that thrives in the darkness (a motif that is underscored when Alejandro asks Reggie, "You afraid of the dark?").
The conflation of "Juarez, the Beast" with the desert landscape continues during the border crossing scene into Ciudad Juárez. The shots of the desert landscape are juxtaposed with aerial shots of the actual border fence dividing the US and Mexico, which creates an ominous aura of danger around the entire region, but one that is always already centered in "Juarez." The unnecessary aerial shots showing the trip from El Paso to Ciudad Juárez-they are border sister cities that do not require air travel, unlike the distance between Phoenix and El Paso-are intended to frame the menacing nature of "the Beast," a fact highlighted by the musical score that accompanies the shots. It is worth noting that the aerial shots begin in an El Paso housing complex (one that looks suburban) that sits at the edge of the desert, recalling the "House of Horrors" scene in Chandler. The idea is again to juxtapose the threatening nature of "Juarez, the Beast" against the vulnerability of the Homeland, captured in the proximity of the familiar (suburban homes) to the unspeakable ("the Beast"). Ciudad Juárez-an international city by geographic location-is thus transformed into the transnational fantasy cityscape of "Juarez, the Beast," which, as an ideological "other" to American cityscapes like Phoenix and El Paso, can cover vast differences and be present in various locations simultaneously.
The term "Juarez, the Beast" comes from the brief and fairly inaccurate description of a historical event that Steve Forsing (Jeffrey Donovan)-an apparent CIA agent that seems to have a friendly history with Matt-narrates while the inter-agency task force is on route to Ciudad Juárez to apprehend Guillermo. As they approach the actual border crossing, Steve states:
There she is. Juarez. The Beast. You know . . . 1900s President Taft went to visit President Diaz. Took 4,000 men with him. And it almost was called off. Some guy had a pistol. Was gonna walk right up to Taft and just blow his brains out. But it was avoided. 4,000 troops! Think he felt safe?
Steve's description is hyperbolic and ideological, aimed at reinforcing the fantasies of exceptionalism that justify the mission's exemption from "any juridical control" or "reference to the normal political order." The actual story behind Taft's visit is more indicative of the historical period than any bestial nature associated with Ciudad Juárez. At that time, President Díaz of Mexico, historically known as a dictator, was facing mounting political pressure due to active revolutionary forces in the southern and northern parts of the country, led by Emiliano Zapata and Francisco "Pancho" Villa, respectively. Although assassination threats were made prior to the meeting-and a gunman was apprehended near Taft and Díaz the day of their meet-the occasion was for the most part friendly and without incident. It did, however, serve important ideological functions for both presidents at the time. For Díaz, it demonstrated to those contemplating uprising that he had strong international allies, thus legitimating his claim to power. For Taft, it was an opportunity to send a clear message to the entire nation of Mexico, from the peasants leading the uprisings in the south to Díaz himself: the US is not to be trifled with, and any hostile actions toward any American economic interests in Mexico would invite the wrath of more than the 4,000 troops Taft brought with him. Indeed, as Marion Letcher famously (and controversially) calculated, American financial interests in Mexico at the time were around $1,057,770,000 (Fall 3322) . While it is logical to assume that Taft was concerned for his safety, the 4,000 troops were present as a display of force and/or as a threat to those who would harm American interests more so than they were to actually protect the President of the United States. Thus, Steve's account of Taft's actual historical visit to what the Chicago Tribune described as "the quaint little village of Ciudad Juárez" ("Taft") is thus another layering of characterization to a location that serves as the embodiment of an impossible "other."
For "Juarez, the Beast" to function as the suturing point for the ideological fantasy of post-9/11 American exceptionalism, it must be framed as an omnipresent and ambiguous "other" capable of unnerving a US President to the point of taking 4,000 troops for personal protection. "Juarez" must therefore be represented as something Taft feared, which allows "the Beast" to gain a historical reputation as always already dangerous to American security. This, in turn, sets up the exceptional measures that the US must take in order to neutralize an equally exceptional "other-threat." In the film's narrative, "Juarez, the Beast" is simply a modern manifestation of a "some-thing" that has existed historically along the US-Mexico border-an abject das Ding that cannot be assimilated into the social symbolic but which nevertheless arrests desire. Steve's hyperbolic anecdote thus sets up the border crossing scene, where the need for security is accentuated by a militarized Mexican police escort.
As the US government caravan crosses into Mexico, the film focuses on Kate and her observations regarding the highly militarized nature of the inter-agency mission (the team includes a "crack bunch" that "just rotated back from Afghanistan," a member of which has been released from prison specifically for this inter-agency mission) and the fact that they're crossing into a foreign country. This latter point makes Kate uncomfortable in that it challenges her idea of national sovereignty and its role in the ideological fantasy of American exceptionalism. For an "idealistic" subject like Kate, the US must respect the sovereignty of other nations for American sovereignty to be respected; this is the antithesis of real American exceptionalism, which understands the US as the only sovereign nation worthy of its sovereignty, thus its unique capacity to intervene in foreign affairs and modify other nations' states of fantasy (like the 1973 Chilean coup, for example).
Like Steve's story about Taft, the manner in which the American caravan navigates "the Beast" is symbolic of exceptionalism's need for exemption, which is conveniently provided by the reappearance of mutilated bodies that serve as abject signifiers for "Juarez, the Beast." This is the moment when Alejandro sardonically states to Kate, "Welcome to Juarez," as if the naked and decapitated bodies hanging from a bridge capture the essence of what Ciudad Juárez must represent within the American exceptionalist fantasy of the state. The scene is obviously meant to recall the "House of Horrors," thereby confirming the invasion of the Homeland as originating with "the Beast." This strategy of using the abject-as-terroristic-tactic is admired by Steve, as he describes the scene as "brilliant" in its extremity. He argues that such extreme violence creates a symbolic void in people's imagination that they fill with justification; in other words, the act that merited such violence must have been equal to the violence itself, thus the extreme measures are somehow justifiable. It is no wonder that Steve admires the exceptional tactics employed by an organization that aspires to state-like power. While the execution behind such an idea might be admirable to individuals like Steve, the audacity to realize it at the expense of US sovereignty is worthy of immediate and unquestionably violent state intervention that is equally exempt from societal norms.
This action takes place in two ways, both of which undermine Kate's idealistic political fantasies. The first is the violence at the border crossing on the return to the US, and the other is the presumed torture of Guillermo. The shooting at the US-Mexico border during the return to the US highlights the exceptional nature of the mission and what is at stake in Guillermo's expedited extradition. The incident, which results in multiple deaths and potentially fatal harm to civilians, is described by Matt as "a little nutty," to which Kate replies, "That was fucking illegal. You wanna start a fucking war? You're a fucking spook!" Matt then explains that this is the new American exceptionalism, that "this is the future." Steve echoes this point when he corrects an agent who states that the shooting will be on "the front page of every newspaper in America" by quipping, "No, it won't. They won't even make the papers in El Paso."
The secrecy that protects American exceptionalism is further underscored in the scene portraying Guillermo's "questioning." The fact that Alejandro carries a water jug into the room, after telling his Mexican friend and seemingly ex-colleague, Rafael (Raoul Trujillo), to stay away from the interrogation, "in case something happens," signals the exceptional nature of what is about to take place. The Americanness of this exceptionalism is amplified by Matt whistling "Hail to the Chief" right before Alejandro walks into the interrogation room. Steve-who leaves the room and turns off the recording equipment as Alejandro enters-is mildly teased by Matt for giving Guillermo a "belly full of water" prior to the questioning. The implication is that Guillermo is tortured through the use of waterboarding by Alejandro, as the scene cuts to a shot of a drain and the water jug while the viewer hears grunts and banging in the background. The drain shot suggests that American exceptionalism has declined in its value and meaning-"going down the drain" through the "enhanced interrogation techniques" employed at that moment. Nevertheless, despite their moral and ethical repulsiveness, Alejandro's actions prove effective as Guillermo eventually informs the task force about the tunnel and its exact location.
An important detail in the development of the transnational cityscape surrounding "Juarez, the Beast" is the reference to the Columbian city of Medellín, which functions as a seeming codename for Alejandro and thus, by extension, to "Juarez." As Matt explains to Kate, Medellín is code for a specific historical moment when the war on drugs was controlled and managed by the US, reducing the actual city to an ideologically overdetermined transnational fantasy cityscape that preceded "the Beast." Medellín is thus a reference to Pablo Escobar's reign of power as the most formidable cartel leader during the 1980s, at the height of the "war on drugs." What the presence of strong, state-like cartels allowed for was a type of regulation and management model that limited the scope of violence and disorder-thus the codename "Medellín," which represents a paradigm that disappeared in the wake of 9/11. The new cartel wars are symptomatic of this decline in state power, which necessitates the intervention of the US State Department following the "House of Horrors." Medellín, as transnational cityscape and modern-day sicario, functions as both antecedent and antidote to "Juarez, the Beast," being a contemporary symptom of a previous paradigm's failure. As Alarcon asks Alejandro before he and his family are killed, "Who do you think we learned it from?" This is the unutterable question, as the answer is simple-the Sonora Cartel learned how to employ the abject-as-terroristic-threat from the biggest cartel in the entire world-the United States government.
The end of Sicario makes clear that the effectiveness of exceptionalism within a state of exemption necessitates both the creation of "Juarez, the Beast" and also what finally destroys Kate's idealism regarding American exceptionalism. Alejandro attempts to explain this to her when she questions his role and agency affiliations in the El Paso briefing room: "Nothing will make sense to your American ears. And you will doubt everything that we do. But in the end . . . You will understand." That fact that Kate finally "understands" is portrayed as a disappointment and disenchantment, not as epiphanic or revelatory. Although she insists to Reggie that, despite discovering that she has been used by Matt purely for bureaucratic reasons ("CIA cannot operate within US borders without a domestic agency attached"), she nevertheless "needs to know what they used us for," meaning she needs clarification as to what exactly justifies such exceptionalism. When she discovers that the ultimate aim of the mission is an international assassination, she attempts to stop it without success. When she tells Matt that she will confess the entire truth of the mission's transgressive nature, he passively threatens her-"That would be a major mistake"-a threat that is actually realized when Alejandro forces her to sign the "official report" at gunpoint inside her own apartment. Although she aims her firearm at Alejandro as he walks away from her apartment complex, she cannot pull the trigger, finally demonstrating her conversion to the new American exceptionalism. After all, as Alejandro tells her, she is "not a wolf" and the US-Mexico border is a lawless "land of wolves now" controlled and managed by beasts like "Juarez" and the American Cartel of exceptionalism.
A Place Called Ciudad Juárez and a Man Named "Silvio"
The portrayal of Ciudad Juárez in Sicario as a menacing entity encompassing everything that is threatening about the US-Mexico border did not go without political controversy, specifically protests and threats of litigation by Enrique Serrano, the Mayor of Ciudad Juárez, during the year of the film's release. Serrano famously called for a public boycott of the film and threatened to sue the producers for "negatively depicting his city" (Estevez) . His critique spoke to the changes that Ciudad Juárez had experienced by the time the film was released in 2015, as documented by a National Geographic piece on Ciudad Juárez published a year later:
In Juárez homicides have fallen, from 3,766 in 2010 to 256 in 2015. Juárez is no longer on the list of the 50 most violent cities in the world. No cases of kidnapping or extortion have been reported in more than two years. Helped by the US economic recovery, Juárez added 17,000 new jobs in the first half of last year, the best such figure in five years. (Quinones) The above statistics are important for two reasons. First, they highlight the proactive efforts of various grassroots organizations and government institutions working together tenaciously to combat what they also understand as a type of "invasion"-the type that Alejandro is cleansing through his vendetta in the film. In other words, the people that actually inhabit a place called Ciudad Juárez refused to be "the Beast" in the film. This collective effort, coupled by a decline in "turf war" violence, has led to the significant changes.
The second important point is the economic growth that has aided in Ciudad Juárez's "return to life"-the addition of the 17,000 new jobs, a direct consequence of "US economic recovery." This detail highlights that, contrary to the ambiance of abject terror and omnipresent danger that Sicario creates around the US-Mexico border, the political and geographic fact is that both nations have historically depended on each other for a variety of life-sustaining practices, from food production to medical technology. The problem-and the reason why films like Sicario have a perpetual appeal to US audiences-is that, historically, one nation has benefited more from this relationship, usually at the expense of the "other." Consequently, a narrative of justification is required, which then initiates the vicious ideological cycle of American exceptionalism and its discontents, specifically the impossible situation that Rose outlines: like the Freudian superego, the state must represent an authority that it "can ultimately neither secure nor justify" (10).
When viewing the film with such statistics and ideological underpinnings in mind, it is easy to see how it helps reproduce the fantasies of state that justify American exceptionalism as both necessary and morally justifiable, even within a state of exception. Much of this is based on what the filmmakers experienced on their research trip to Juárez prior to filming, according to producer Basil Iwanyk:
We went with a Mexican 'fixer' . . . and he contacted a bunch of undercover federales who drove us around. They carried submachine guns in the front of the car and told us very specific things like, I should bring glasses with me, since I wore contact lenses, just in case we got stopped and kidnapped. We drove a white SUV because only the cartel guys drive black SUVs and if you drive a black SUV you can get targeted. . . . We understood what Juarez was. It really coagulated Denis's vision. (Levy) Claiming to have "understood what Juarez was" specifically through a crime-site tour of the city helps explain why Ciudad Juárez is portrayed as "Juarez, the Beast" in the film. The research trip makes it clear that director Denis Villeneuve already had a preexisting "vision" (i.e., ideological fantasy) of what "Juarez" was supposed to be. Their tour simply "coagulated" this preexisting bias.
Even Iwanyk acknowledges the dissonance created by the actual place called Ciudad Juárez, as he describes how residents continue to live "life" within what he describes as an environment of "darkness": "The thing that strikes you about Juarez is that life goes on-there are kids playing ball there, there are people going on with their daily business-but at the same time there's this overhanging veil of darkness and crime" (Levy) . The film attempts to be attentive to this residential strength of character in the figure of Silvio (Maximiliano Hernández), the State Police officer working for the Sonora Cartel whom Alejandro kidnaps and eventually kills in order to access Alarcon. Silvio is represented as being a good father to his son but also as highly anxious, represented by his nervous smoking and morning drinking. He hardly lives a life of luxury, despite his connection to the Cartel, suggesting that Silvio is engaging in drug trafficking out of coercion more so than profit. Despite the film's seeming humanization of Silvio's character, there is one glaring problem-Silvio resides in Nogales, Sonora, not Ciudad Juárez.
The glaring absence of any speaking Juarenses (Juárez residents) in the film-outside of Alejandro, Rafael (both prosecutors), and a police officer on the radio following the border shoot-out-highlights Sicario's problematic representation of protagonism within an ideologically overdetermined political fantasy called "the US-Mexico border" and the "beasts" (i.e., "wolves") that inhabit this "lawless" land. Although the film attempts to capture some humanity for the victimized residents of this lawless land, it runs up against its own ideological framing, which renders that representation practically impossible within the world of Sicario. There are formal elements that gesture toward such authenticity, like the representation of "real" missing women posters in the "Juarez" crossing scene: when the caravan makes an unexpected stop, there are posters on the wall outside the vehicle, which are framed almost perfectly by the passenger door windows. These posters speak to the "real victims" of "the Beast"-victims that nevertheless lack names in the film. This is equally true of Silvio's son, who also lacks a name and is developed as a character around the theme of soccer. The choice of sport is not accidental, considering Iwanyk's surprise at seeing "kids playing ball there." 3 The actual "there" of Iwanyk's experience is of course Ciudad Juárez, but this is not possible inside "Juarez, the Beast," thus the scenes of soccer are transplanted to Nogales. However, this only reinforces the omnipresent threat represented by "Juarez, the Beast" and its ability to be present anywhere at any time within the "lawless" US-Mexico border region. In the world of Sicario, "kids playing ball" is not possible in "Juarez, the Beast," thus the reality of what the filmmakers witnessed in Ciudad Juárez is repackaged to fit a specific ideological fantasy about the state, its "other," and the exceptional measures required to secure the Homeland against abject-terroristic threats.
More unsettling is that the repackaging of Ciudad Juárez as "Juarez, the Beast" helps feed into contemporary narratives regarding "necessary" security measures centered on immigrants and the US-Mexico border. The Trump administration's insistence on the impending, terroristic threat posed by the "bad hombres" along the US-Mexico border has resulted in the surreal policy proposal of building an actual wall separating the two nations and making Mexico pay for its construction.
Not only does such rhetoric introduce unnecessary tensions into a historically friendly international relationship, but it also helps reinforce states of fantasy that necessarily frame Mexico and Mexicans as terroristic threats worthy of extreme state intervention, from intensifying the militarization of the border to mass deportations. Such rhetoric speaks to an agenda that seeks to redefine American exceptionalism. The ideological vision behind this rhetoric is indicative of an administration that seeks to accelerate a paradigm shift that would replace American exceptionalism as we know it with Exceptional American Isolationism: a myopic state of fantasy fixated on security, criminalization, and terroristic threats to the Homeland. This allows for even more of the flexible applicability detailed above, as the "threat-of-the-other" is perpetually anywhere at any time-Mexico, the "terrorist" nations cited in Trump's Travel Ban, ISIS, previous presidents, US Intelligence agencies, or the American Press. When "otherness" is framed as omnipresent, it allows for exceptional means that are themselves present in-or at least easily deployable to-any place at any time, as the "House of Horrors" represents. Such thinking is precisely what makes for a totalitarian society, one that individuals like Matt and Steve view as necessary to protect the Homeland from the unspeakable threats posed by an unrepresentable "other." What the film asks but never commits to answering is Alarcon's question: "Who do you think we learned it from?" Answering this question would require reframing "the Beast" in terms of the biggest cartel in the US-Mexico border region (and perhaps the world)-the cartel that employs Alejandro within the film: the United States. But then again, as Kate finds out, that is how the fantasy of American exceptionalism is shattered, so it is understandable that Sicario, which depends on that fantasy, refuses to provide an answer to its own impossible question.
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